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GENDERED EXPERIENCES OF INDUSTRY
CHANGE AND THE EFFECTS OF
NEOLIBERALISM
Louise North
In a time of dramatic and rapid change in the global media industry and when technological
advances and media concentration are shaping the way news is produced and consumed, little
research has focused on how the producers of news are affected by such change. This paper
explores narratives of confidence and cynicism as told to me by Australian print news media
journalists. I am interested in journalists’ memories and experiences of personal change that arise
from an intensified workplace and how neoliberal discourses affect newsroom culture. How do the
journalists I interview experience and speak of changes in the newsroom? In what ways is being a
journalist different now to when they entered the industry? In effect, how have journalists changed
as a result of journalism’s changes? The interviews with 17 print media journalists contain rich
narratives with which to explore how participants remember and make sense of industry changes.
This paper finds that the intensification of work practices, ethical constraints and gender bias,
underpinned by neoliberalism, have aided in creating a cynicism among many of the journalists
interviewed. Nevertheless, the majority of interviewees suggest that a career in journalism has
increased their personal and/or professional confidence. There are, however, gendered differences
in this experience.
KEYWORDS Australian newsrooms; ethical dilemmas; gender bias; motherhood; neoliberal
discourses; newsroom culture; work intensification
Introduction
The global media industry has undergone dramatic changes during the past 30
years. In that time, at a structural level, new technologies have emerged that change the
way that ‘‘news’’ is produced, delivered, consumed and understood. Desktop computers,
the Internet, mobile phones, satellite television, video recorders (and digital cameras) have
shaped a new era of journalism (Carter and Steiner, 2004, p. 4) and consequently a new era
for newspaper journalists. Journalists of the twenty-first century are required to embrace
convergent journalism and become proficient at producing news across various media
platforms. The increased speed with which news is found and then transmitted to
television, computer and mobile phone screens has impacted on newspaper content, but
also on the output of newspaper journalists. News-gathering and producing practices
have intensified. The interviews conducted for this research indicate that newspaper
reporters are under increased workplace pressure and are increasingly cynical about their
profession. There are a number of reasons for this, not the least being shrinking resources
and, in particular, the declining number of journalists employed in the industry, which is
part of changing global news practices. In the non-stop news cycle reporters have less
time to investigate and this encourages a reliance on official sources (often government
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media spokespeople) that can provide the information quickly. The downside is that
journalists then have to spend more time (or not) wading through the ‘‘spin’’ and this has
led to what British journalist Nick Davies (2008) has appropriately termed ‘‘churnalism’’*a
proliferation of ‘‘news’’ initiated from press releases. Churnalism is primarily a result of the
processes of work intensification as dictated by media concentration and technological
advances.
Interviews I have conducted, newspaper reports, and statistics from public reports
from a range of newspaper organisations lodged with the Equal Opportunity for Women
in the Workplace Agency (EOWA) point to the acute reduction in permanent newspaper
staff in Australia.1 For example, it was reported in 2005 (Day and Lehmann, 2005, p. 15)
that John Fairfax Holdings Ltd (now Fairfax Media), which publishes The Sydney Morning
Herald and The Age, had called for up to 65 voluntary editorial redundancies that would
help save the company up to $10 million a year.2 In August 2008, Fairfax Media announced
that it would cut 550 jobs in Australia and New Zealand and company CEO David Kirk was
reported as saying that about 180 journalists were likely to be made redundant
(News.com.au, 2008). Redundancies in the Australian media are not limited to newspapers.
In November 2005 the Nine Television Network was reported to have called for voluntary
redundancies before it was necessary to undertake forced redundancies (Meade, 2005,
p. 3).
Alongside this overall reduction in the total number of journalists working for media
organisations in Australia, women have entered the industry in unprecedented numbers.
This has taken place alongside the emergence of the second-wave feminism movement
and feminist-inspired government legislation providing a mechanism for equal opportu-
nity. There are few reports that map women’s employment in media organisations and,
surprisingly, the most significant dates back to 1995. In her much cited worldwide study
Margaret Gallagher found that in Australia women on average made up 39 per cent of the
media workforce (Gallagher, 1995, p. 12). The study included those in production and
editorial positions, as well as employees in administrative, technical and creative jobs in
print and broadcast media. Of the 39 countries and 239 organisations studied, Gallagher
found that women made up 26 per cent of the permanent full-time media workforce. In
2001 the International Federation of Journalists published a report that surveyed industry
unions in 39 countries, representing 70 per cent of its members. The report found the
number of women journalists in the industry at 38 per cent, up from a reported 27 per
cent in the early 1990s (Peters, 2001, p. 4). Although it is interesting to note Peters (2001),
p. 4) finds that even though women represent more than a third of working journalists
around the world, the percentage of women editors, heads of departments or media
owners is only 0.6 per cent. There is no detailed research about Australia in that report.
This increase of women working in the media has been labelled the ‘‘feminisation of
the media’’ (Limor and Lavie, 2002). Yet this term also refers to a changed ideology or
philosophy of what is presented as news. Many have noted, and some lamented, the
increased use of ‘‘soft’’ news stories including entertainment, human interest, and lifestyle,
as opposed to ‘‘hard’’ news stories, like politics and business and its concomitant negative
effects on democracy. This global shift in media content has been variously linked to
corporate concentration, conglomeration and hypercommercialism (e.g. McChesney, 1999,
p. 15) processes that are inextricably a part of the globalisation process.
Most media scholars assert that among the most influential impacts on global news
media practices, and my focus here, its impact on journalists*is the concentration of
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media ownership (e.g. see Byerly, 1998; Manne, 2005a, 2005b; McChesney, 2001;
McChesney and Scott, 2003; Quesada Tiongson, 1999; Rantanen, 2005). The shrinking
ownership of media outlets worldwide into the hands of even fewer (white, western) men,
and specifically the increasing monopoly of newspaper ownership in Australia, where
News Limited owns 70 per cent of the mainstream print media (Manne, 2005b, p. 2), not
only puts issues about news content into a new context, but impacts on the career
prospects of its workers, reducing the variety of job opportunities and making it difficult in
Australia for those who do not fit the News Limited philosophy. The concentration of
ownership and technological advances have aided in reducing the number of newspaper
journalists which has added to the intensification of work practices, a process that has
occurred across the labour force in general.
How has this work intensity, brought on by changes in technology, corporate
concentration and conglomeration affected journalists? This paper explores narratives of
confidence and cynicism in the industry and how neoliberal discourses affect newsroom
culture. How do the journalists I interview experience and speak of changes in the
newsroom? In what way is being a journalist different now to when they entered the
industry? In effect, how have journalists changed as a result of journalism’s changes? What
does it mean to become a journalist in the current context? What are their memories and
experiences of personal change that arise from an intensified workplace? Are there
gendered differences in those experiences? The interviews contain rich narratives with
which to explore how participants remember and make sense of these industry changes.
Method
This paper is part of a larger research project looking at the gendered production of
news in the Australian print news media (North, 2009). I conducted 17 face-to-face, semi-
structured, in-depth interviews with Australian print news media journalists. The eight
men and nine women interviewed were drawn from newsrooms in four of Australia’s eight
states and territories and they worked variously for four metropolitan and two regional
dailies owned by a broad cross-section of media companies. They ranged in age, industry
experience, and seniority. There were two regional daily newspaper editors, three regional
daily cadets, a metropolitan news editor, feature writers, political reporters, and sub-
editors. The participants ranged in age from 19 to 56 and the majority had been in the
industry on average about 15 years, but a few had less than two years’ experience, while
two had about 38 years’ experience. Potential interviewees for the research were formally
contacted, in the majority of cases via introductions from third parties. The participants
were informed at the point of initial written contact about the general topics to be
covered in the interview. These included, but were not confined to discussions about
career trajectory, career aspirations, frustrations, compromises, negotiations in day-to-day
work routines, if or how gender impacted on the treatment and opportunities offered to
journalists, and a discussion about how feminism may have impacted on newsroom
culture and workplace practices. The participants were guaranteed anonymity in
published work that arose from the research and pseudonyms applied.
I do not suggest that everything that the interviewees discussed with me can be
understood as objective ‘‘truth’’, but I do understand it as part of their experiential ‘‘truth’’
within very complex organisations in the occupation of journalism. I am aware, also, that
analysis of 17 interviews does not allow for definitive statements generally applicable to all
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Australian journalists or the industry as a whole. The research project was not proposed as
a representative sample, but rather a small and diverse sample offered the opportunity for
a close reading of the transcripts and an exploration of a variety of key themes.
Finally, I want to make the point that the majority of the experiences of cynicism and
confidence expressed by the interviewees in this paper are specific to journalism carried
out in relation to producing newspapers and, in most cases, online content which
supports newspaper production. All journalists are being forced to embrace global
communication technology changes, and adapt their skills for an ever-changing industry
that requires more intensity and more output in less time with fewer resources. This
research, however, is focused on journalists working in print media because I believe they
are undergoing the most dramatic changes to their work practices. Having spent most of
my journalistic career working in newspapers I felt compelled to explore journalists’
experiences and reflections at a time when their futures seem, at the very least, uncertain
in its current form.
Research
One dimension of industry change that emerged from the interviews I conducted
concerned the benefits of being a journalist. Discourses of cynicism about the industry or
the interviewee’s role in it were clearly evident. Nevertheless, discourses of power and
access to influential people permeated some discussions about the benefits of being in
the industry. This was a gendered difference. Some senior male journalists acknowledge
an increased confidence via access to powerful men in politics. For example, Todd, 55, is a
regional newspaper editor who has worked in the industry for 30 years. I asked him if
journalism had changed him.
Todd: Probably [it’s changed me] a bit. I’m certainly a lot more confident than I would
have been then [at the beginning of his career], but that’s probably part of age. I’ve
become more opinionated and brasher*that might also be age.
LN: So you are more confident and more opinionated, that’s the way that journalism has
changed you?
Todd: Yeah, I think so, and that’s partly because as editor I get to mix with key power
players in the state and I know that if I wanted to*I don’t do this, it would be awfully
rare if I did*I could ring up the premier’s office and ask to speak to him and I know he
would either take the call or ring me back, and that’s because I’m the editor of the paper,
not because of me. So I do understand that there is that access to power that goes with
the position.
Todd tends to naturalise his privilege to be brash and opinionated through a
narrative of age, downplaying the power of his role as editor, suggesting he would not
take advantage of the privilege that position may provide. Yet, certainly it was his access
to ‘‘key power players’’ in the government that led him to leave the industry just a few
months after our interview and take up a senior advisory role within government.
Nicolas, a 39-year-old senior metropolitan news editor who has been in the industry
for 18 years, also makes the point that his position opens powerful political doors.
Nicolas: Oh yeah, I’m not shy anymore, but a job like I do, for instance if I meet [state
deputy premier] or the [state premier] I can introduce myself as being a representative of
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the company, and he’ll take you that a bit more seriously than if you were Joe Blow, in
the street, not that Joe Blow in the street should be disrespected. I don’t think [I’ve
changed], but it just gives you that little bit of extra, you know, yeah.
For Nicolas being a ‘‘representative of the company’’ demonstrates a hierarchy of
benchmark men being taken seriously by other men. He does not compare himself to a
woman, and perhaps this is evidence also of the increasing corporatisation of the media.
Pat is a 55-year-old regional editor, who like Todd has worked in the industry for
most of her working life. Her excerpt offers an interesting counterpoint to Todd and
Nicolas’s comments. How has the industry changed her?
Pat: I think I’m a lot humbler. I know that sounds funny because people will probably see
me as arrogant but I think I’m a lot*humbler. In saying that, occasionally you can feel a
little bit of arrogance creeping in and you have to be very conscious of it: very, very
conscious to push that aside.
Unlike Todd, who is proud of becoming more opinionated and brasher, Pat
discusses change not in terms of what the job has offered her (contacts with influential
people) but how she keeps in check emotions that may not be consonant with those
befitting a female editor. Arrogance is behaviour to be eschewed. Moreover it may be, in
Pat’s opinion that the arrogant persona of ‘‘editor’’ does not fit so comfortably with a
female editor.
Nicola is a 44-year-old senior metropolitan journalist who has a different response to
Todd and Nicolas about how the industry has changed her.
Nicola: A little bit, yes. I think I’d probably be far less in awe of people in authority*
probably more cynical. There are a lot of fakers. Until you get into this profession you
don’t really realise about all sorts of people, from politicians to celebrities, to celebrity
cooks, to academics. You find out they’re just human too. Yes, I think I’d be a little bit
more cynical. I think it’s probably given me a much better grasp of the world.
Unlike Todd and Nicolas, Nicola does not find power and influence through access to
influential political or celebrity figures, but finds out that they are all like ‘‘us’’, human.
Access to these people does not increase her personal or professional confidence; rather,
being a journalist has demonstrated to her that they are neither special nor different. There
is an overall reticence in this excerpt, one of a cynicism, and she mentions that word twice.
Simon, a 27-year-old reporter, acknowledges his increased confidence via a
masculine discourse, something akin to the profession of policing or spying.
Simon: I think it’s [journalism] made me much more confident. I think it has enabled*I’ve
always been a very scattered thinker. I think the pressure of having to get things to
coalesce into a story helps straighten one’s mind out a bit. My interrogation skills*yeah,
like I said, I’m far more direct and confident in gleaning information on things that I
needed off people. You learn a few manipulative skills as well which are . . .
LN: Sorry, which skills?
Simon: You know, you learn how to manipulate people a bit, just ways of getting them to
say things, or getting them to reveal things that they normally wouldn’t.
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Simon’s idea that the pressure of working as a journalist helps ‘‘straighten one’s
mind out’’ is an interesting example of contextualising his ‘‘scattered’’ (read feminine)
mind into the public and rational male realm. His use of the word ‘‘manipulative’’ to
describe his method of encouraging people to give information more freely is couched in
terms of the feminine, although masculinised by his initial word ‘‘interrogation’’, an action
more in line with occupations such as policing, the military and spying. Simon’s excerpt
certainly provides an alternative approach to the value of meeting people. Simon focuses
on accessing the information he needs by whatever means; it’s a job, not an interactive
process with the source of the story.
Susan, a 38-year-old metropolitan reporter, says that her increased confidence has
helped her outside the newsroom (public sphere) and locates the increased confidence in
the social realm. Perhaps, however, she finds dealing with influential people in social
situations more comfortable because of the increased confidence that her role as a
journalist gives her. So her identity as a journalist makes her feel more confident.
Susan: In a positive way I have become a lot more self-confident in dealing with social
situations outside of the newsroom. Like I would walk up to [state premier] and not be
remotely fazed. That has been a good thing. It’s made me much more confident in
dealing with the big wide world out there, you sort of get more brazen. It’s also changed
me to the extent that I have become a lot more compassionate towards people, and so
much more aware of other people’s worlds and that’s the joy of this job.
Here Susan reiterates Todd and Nicolas who all describe increased confidence via a
reference to access to the premier.3 Access to the premier is apparently a cliche´ in the
discourse of journalism. It certainly is a repeated signifier of the power of the journalist.
The changes, however, that Susan describes are always in relation to other people:
becoming ‘‘aware of other people’s worlds’’, and ‘‘more confident in dealing with the big
wide world’’. It’s a joy not evident in any of the interviews with male reporters.
The ‘‘joy’’ of the job for Susan was in the interaction with other people and is similar
to how Jodie, a 45-year-old freelance journalist, describes her career in journalism.
Jodie: I think it’s given me*next to having my daughter*the most fantastic thing I
could ever do in my life. I can’t believe, I’m constantly amazed, at human nature, how
fantastic it is. How strong. I’m constantly amazed at how lucky I am that I got a foot in the
door in this wondrous career that you can take anywhere with you. The entre´e into
people’s homes and hearts. Most people don’t get that.
Jodie is singularly the most upbeat about the industry, poignant for the fact that she
has not worked in a newsroom situation for 20 years. Jodie’s comment about the
‘‘wondrous’’ industry that gives access not to influential politicians, but to ‘‘people’s homes
and hearts’’, is more in line with an autonomy that freelancing has provided her while also
compensating for a lack of power, prestige and job security that full-time work with an
organisation offers.
Janet, a 40-year-old former journalist, like Susan, locates her increased confidence in
the realm of the social.
Janet: I suppose it made me less shy. I think that you can sort of work undercover
[inaudible]. I was a shy woman and journalism encouraged a lot of confidence and social
graces. The fact that having a notebook and being a journalist got me access to a whole
range of people and places that I felt more comfortable with and I really appreciated and
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enjoyed that. You know what I’m trying to say? That if you were going somewhere as a
journalist you go with some kind of authority as well, that I would never ever have got
without being a journo. Sometimes it’s about education, you can go to university and
find yourself a profession and build on that profession, get started and get promotions.
But this [journalism] is instant, broad, fairly general and meaningless kind of thing but still
quite . . . it’s power. Yes, I think so; it’s an access that is otherwise denied. You can marry
into it*a kind of broad social acceptance, or work your way into it in certain professions,
but I think one of the most obvious professions is journalism.
Janet‘s role as a journalist has allowed her access not to influential people who may
have helped her career progress but rather opened up doors to people she believed she
would never have otherwise had interaction with. Journalism has afforded Janet access
to influential people in a social situation, rather than, as for Todd and Nicolas, access
to influential public figures. It is clear that the outcome of being a journalist is about
access to a power that Janet did not have in the private realm.
Both male and female journalists interviewed acknowledge that the profession has
changed. Female journalists, however, are more likely to express this change in terms of
a professional dilemma, but a personal success. On the one hand, journalism has offered
increased personal confidence (Susan, Janet); ‘‘social graces’’ (Janet); an ‘‘entree into
people’s homes and hearts’’ (Jodie); while also being ‘‘humbled’’ (Pat); and becoming
‘‘more compassionate towards people’’ (Susan)*but this appears to not fit with the
professional values they are forced to embrace and display. Most find increased pressure
to work long hours, many have decreased idealism and increased cynicism about their
profession.
Cynicism in the Industry
Many of my interviewees discussed feelings of being ‘‘jaded’’, ‘‘burnt out’’, and
‘‘worn out’’ by their jobs and/or had an overall feeling of cynicism about the industry and
their role in it. Some attributed this to various aspects of the industry such as ethical
dilemmas, and, for women, gender discrimination played a large part in why they felt
cynical. After 10 years in the industry, 36-year-old Christine suggests women who do not
play the traditional feminine gender game are disadvantaged.
LN: What happens to women like you then, who are putting in the hard work, who have
the qualifications?
Christine: I think we become disillusioned and leave the industry. Go and do other things,
you know, go and work for the [name] Aboriginal Corporation as their media assistant, or
go and work for the government, or you go and work for Greenpeace. I think that
eventually they [mainstream media] wear you out.
Ethical dilemmas have brought about Simon’s feelings of being jaded. He has
worked in the industry for six years on a regional newspaper. These feelings arose after
management told him not to write negative stories about advertisers.
Simon: I guess I’m pretty jaded about the whole thing now. It’s [the notion of ‘‘truth’’ and
objectivity in journalism] just crap and we just look at it and go, ‘‘Well, you know, I am
but one man and it’s not going to change at any time soon’’. How many times can you
bang on about it? There are some things that I stew about. I really shouldn’t.
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As Simon so rightly points out, he ‘‘shouldn’t’’ ‘‘stew’’ over things he thinks he
cannot change because in the neoliberal world his main concern should be individual
advancement though opportunity and choice. If he ‘‘stews’’ over things he could be seen
by the company as a liability. Simon’s ‘‘choice’’ then is restricted to one path, that of
leaving.
When I asked Susan how journalism had changed her she said that the industry had
made her more cynical and she felt burnt out.
Susan: In a not so good way it’s [journalism] made me probably very cynical. I’m not able
to take things on face value. I’m a little bit burnt out, it’s changed me, and it’s taken a lot
of energy out of me.
Cynicism is another effect of global industry change, especially for female journalists,
of various ages and industry experience. Christine acknowledges being idealistic at the
start of her career, only to find that constant challenges to her moral values undermined
her belief in the profession.
Christine: I’m less idealistic, I’m more realistic about what you can actually change. I don’t
think I can change the world anymore. I think I can just make small gains, so I used to
think I could make a huge impact and make a big difference, but no, not anymore.
Like Christine, Jessica’s initial idealism for the industry has been eroded by actual
experience. Her ideals, or assumptions, have been compromised after just two years in the
world of journalism.
Jessica: I became a bit cynical [on the political round]. Everyone says you get hard and
cynical but I did. I didn’t see good news, I found that everything was about dragging
information out of people who didn’t want to give it up, and if that’s all you do, it’s very
soul destroying. It’s not happy, you don’t want to go to work just to try and get things
out of people who don’t want to tell you anything.
Jessica: I think you can get really just worn down, you just find it so hard, you get
overworked, you work some really long days and you work some really nasty shifts, and
then you get some stupid jobs to do and you wonder if it is helping. Like some days I
write some stories and I think ‘‘but how has that helped anyone?’’ I think every story
ideally has got something in it that people can take away.
Jessica’s response to doing the political round and ‘‘dragging information out of
people’’ and describing that process as ‘‘soul-destroying’’ is in direct contrast to Simon’s
earlier description of how he manipulates and interrogates people to access information
that people do not want to provide. Jessica has a more feminine discourse of journalism
as ‘‘helping’’ people. I wondered at the time of the interview whether she would toughen
up, leave or continue to be divided. Less than a year later, Jessica had left newspapers and
was travelling overseas. Jessica’s excerpt sums up the pressures of work intensification
and arguably it is a gendered response*although this is not to say that men would not
share it.
For example, Stuart, 19, who has been a cadet at a regional newspaper for a year,
wants to have good relationships with those people his stories are about. He is the only
male interviewee to express such concern. In so doing Stuart acknowledges that being a
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journalist has meant learning how to ‘‘play the game’’ and that was not consonant with the
initial innocence he brought to the job.
Stuart: When I came in there wasn’t a lot of*there were young people*but I definitely
came in as the youngest. First year out of college, and I think I brought, yeah a little bit of
naivety almost, or an innocence, to the industry and the office. It took a lot of learning
how to play the game, and how to deal with the bureaucracy of small councils and that
kind of thing. I don’t know if I’ve brought a different perspective, but I’ve definitely had
to adapt my perspective, and I would hope that I have retained something of bringing in
all my skills, people skills as well. I think it is important not just having to write, but also
having good relationships with the people you are writing about.
A few months after the interview with Stuart, he was posted by his newspaper to
another city where for 18 months he worked as a political reporter. In 2006 he returned to
the newspaper’s home base to write features for the weekend edition. His final sentence in
an email he sent me at this time, read:
Stuart: My eyes are open a bit wider to the big bad world of newspapers and I have
developed a healthy cynicism towards most aspects of life as a result. (email
conversation, 16 January 2006)
A year after this email I learned that Stuart had taken on a new reporting position on
a Sunday paper where he is able to write more human-interest stories*a role that sits
more comfortably with his idea of journalism.
In summary, these excerpts from the interviews identify changing perspectives on
journalism*both personal and professional impacts*that can be read against a
background of global industry change (for example, the increased entry of women into
the workforce, simultaneously with the concentration of media ownership). I find that
cynicism is experienced by both male and female interviewees, but that the female
interviewees and younger male and female interviewees are more likely to express these
feelings to me.
Neoliberal Discourses at Work
The senior and experienced journalists interviewed were all aware of the
intensification of work production and the increased stress this caused. Some female
journalists attributed this to having to work longer hours to be considered as serious
about the job as a male journalist, but overall it seems the intensification of work is an
accepted, if challenging, change to the industry and work in general.
Sally, 26, was a full-time sub-editor when she took maternity leave, prior to the birth
of her baby. During the week she worked as a sub-editor and at the weekend she
undertook the check subbing duties (proof reading of pages). When Sally returned from
maternity leave three months later, the check subbing position was offered on a part-time
basis. She took the job and for the next three months undertook a full-time job for part-
time wages. After those three months, she took up the check subbing job full-time.
Sally: Before I went on maternity leave I was the check sub [full-time on weekends and a
sub-editor during the week]. When I came back from maternity leave I’d heard talk about
them changing the check sub shift from four to midnight to normal hours like 2.30 pm to
ten, so I said if they were going to do that, I would be happy to have a go, if they were
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happy with that, and so I just walked back into the check sub job full time. Started out
[for three months] about five nights a week, five hours a night, so for 25 hours a week
that’s part-time, so doing a whole paper in five hours which was a bit tough, but it was
good, because I had a lot of problems, I didn’t have problems, but it was getting to me
not having any adult conversation.
LN: So, instead of doing the amount of work you needed to do in the eight-hour shift,
you were condensing it into five because of your child care responsibilities?
Sally: Yep.
LN: That must have been really hard for you?
Sally: It was hard, but it was good, like to be back into it, and to not be at home with a
child every hour.
LN: Were they paying you a full-time rate?
Sally: Yes, I was being paid my normal hourly [rate], yeah, just for 25 hours instead of 38.
[Sally was not on casual rates, she was being paid the normal hourly rate of a J4 full-time
journalist]
LN: But you were getting 38 hours worth of work done, in 25?
Sally: Yep, which is what you do anyway practically, you usually do about 60 hours in 38.
In this excerpt, Sally, a single mother, provides a very individualised account of her
work situation. She individualises the ‘‘problems’’ that lead to her taking up a job that
allowed her contact with other adults and a freedom from the constant responsibilities of
caring for her two-year-old son, then corrects herself using a conciliatory discourse. ‘‘It was
a bit tough’’, she says of doing eight hours work in five, but she was ‘‘happy to have a go’’
if her employer was happy. Sally takes this on as a personal challenge, not an exploitative
situation. It’s a position that occludes a discourse of exploitation, while also leaving her in
control, and I read it as a last ditch stance against how much she is at the mercy of the
employer. Sally does not have a discourse around gender inequality through which to
understand, or frame, her situation. She considers herself the one with the problems,
although she corrects herself on this, citing a need for more adult stimulation in her life, a
need she considers attainable through work. During this discussion in the interview, she
seems grateful that ‘‘they’’ (management) allow her to hold a senior position even though
she is not able to work full-time. In fact she presents as almost proud that she could do ‘‘a
whole paper’’ in five hours. It seems that Sally’s childcare responsibilities set her apart from
her mostly male colleagues and define her as explicitly gendered via her mothering. In
exploring workers’ self-management practices through their narratives of work, Walk-
erdine (2004, p. 9) suggests that younger workers have a ‘‘psychological discourse’’
through which to understand work as ‘‘being created and related to their personalities and
capacities’’. This is also how Sally views herself: a person with her own problems.
Walkerdine suggests that a young woman, for example, can be in an exploitative work
situation, but understand it through current neoliberal values in which the subject is free,
autonomous, choosing and flexible. Walkerdine (2004) uses the example of a young
woman worker who does not complain about being phoned at 6.30 am to work a shift,
because she understands it as helping her boss. Her boss is a woman in need, rather than
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an exploitative boss, even though the young woman works for long hours at low wages in
poor conditions (Walkerdine, 2004, p. 5). There are, of course, gender-specific ways that
these values are played out. Walkerdine posits that the young woman’s narrative of being
helpful to her boss’s neediness is what allows her to stay in the job ‘‘because in reversing
the relation of exploitation she marshals helpfulness (femininity) not anger’’ (Walkerdine,
2004, p. 10). In my example, Sally demonstrates gratefulness towards the (male) bosses
that allow her to finish an eight-hour job in five hours so she can attend to her childcare
responsibilities. Although this job and its specifications that were created especially for
her, and also suiting the employer, put her under much more intense work patterns than
her colleagues, Sally clearly experiences it as helpful to her circumstances. Sally explains
this through suggesting that she was the one with the problems, not that her employer
needed a qualified worker with her specific skills.
Sally: Without even thinking, without even realising I’m making that conscious decision
[to put family before career] it happens because one day you go ‘‘oh, work’s really busy
today’’, and my kid’s sick and you go, ‘‘oh, I’m staying home with my kid’’.
It is interesting to note that Sally’s change to a focus on family, rather than career, is
understood as an individual choice, rather than as one aided by employment structures
that do not support worklife balance. In this way, current neoliberal values get played out
in her account of the decision and discussion of her choices. Perhaps these neoliberal
discourses are highlighted, too, in her changed perspective on career advancement. Now
her child comes before her job. Sally’s excerpt also tells us about the dilemmas
surrounding mothering for female journalists. The ‘‘ideal mother’’ struggles with her
need for personal time out, adult stimulation and employment, and her child’s need for
her care. Sally wants and needs the adult interaction and financial security offered by the
job, even if it means she is exploited by her employers. Sally had been discussing
promotional opportunities with me and how, in general, she has managed to secure
regular pay-rises. Now that she has a child, she appears more reluctant to ask for
promotion.
Sally: I think I’m worth more than what I get now, but also with my young son, it’s hard to
work nights, and if I wanted to go back to day shift, I would have to go back to reporting.
There still isn’t a guarantee of a five or six o’clock knock off, because if something
happens, well, it’s tough titties, you’re out there, do your story. I’m a bit hesitant to think
about going back to reporting just because I don’t want that, like I can’t be that flexible
because of babysitters.
It is the negotiation around work and childcare that makes Sally realise the ‘‘perfect’’
worker is flexible*something she thinks she is not, but has definitely been. Again it
becomes Sally’s personal issues (‘‘with my young son’’ and ‘‘because of babysitters’’) rather
than a workplace that is not flexible.
In comparison to Sally’s story of, arguably, objective exploitation told through a
discourse of individualistic choice, opportunity, and compromises, some male journalists
whom I interviewed seemed locked into a discourse of female advantage in the industry.
During the interviews, two senior male journalists argued that women were advantaged in
gaining employment in the industry because they ‘‘presented’’ more professionally and
were more articulate than young men during job interviews. Although it is true that young
women are increasing their participation in the lower ranks, motherhood and caring
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responsibilities later become a problem for some, as Sally’s excerpt indicates. Paul, 26,
weighs into the ‘‘advantaged women’’ debate:
Paul: I actually think at [metropolitan newspaper] they are keen to be seen to be
proactive and if you’re a . . . I think it’s more advantageous to be a young woman with a
bit of spark and ability, than to be a young bloke with a bit of spark and ability. I think
they are keener to promote the women quicker.
LN: Why is that?
Paul: To redress the balance at the top end, because there’s a lot of criticism that there’s a
glass ceiling for women, you know, not [enough women] in the senior editorial positions.
Maybe that could be a valid criticism. So they are keen to be seen doing some affirmative
action kind of stuff.
LN: Does that work though?
Paul: I don’t think so. I just think it should be merit based. It goes both ways, just because
someone is a bloke, doesn’t mean you should get the job, neither does it mean because
we have this agenda of wanting to be seen to be doing the right thing, and to be
politically correct, we promote someone into a job that they’re not capable of because
they’re the right sex.
Here Paul demonstrates a familiarity with the concepts of gender inequality, using
liberal feminist language to describe women’s disadvantage (‘‘glass ceiling’’, ‘‘affirmative
action’’). But Paul also uses a corporate, manager-speak type of narrative, where women
are reframed as the advantaged ‘‘right sex’’, and men become the disadvantaged, if
unmentioned, gender. Paul doesn’t gender men in the same way as women and in this
excerpt ‘‘men’’ are never ‘‘men’, rather the more familiar ‘‘bloke’’, and this seems to me to
be a key term that signifies ‘‘insider’’. Far from being disadvantaged, when I contacted Paul
two years after our initial interview, he had been promoted by his newspaper another 2.5
gradings and at 28 years of age is a J7 with a margin, which is a very senior grading in the
industry. He has moved from political reporting to working with a special investigations
team (email conversation, 16 January 2006).
Mark, 55, subscribes to a similar story of gender bias towards women. He argues that
women’s advantage should be addressed as a matter of corporate necessity.
Mark: We consciously had to reassess the balance some time ago when we were hiring
cadets, because we were hiring nine or ten women and two or three blokes*which is
just silly, for obvious reasons. At the end of the day you ended up with this great hiatus
after five or six years where you had somebody out of the workforce who you spent a lot
of time training, who wasn’t there and may never come back to you.
Both Paul and Mark use the neoliberal discourses of opposing ‘‘special rights’’ for
women which is commonly how a feminist position is viewed: that feminists want special
treatment. Like Paul, Mark also subscribes to the familiar language division between
‘‘women’’ and ‘‘blokes’’. There are a number of other important points to explore in Mark’s
comment. Firstly what is ‘‘obvious’’ about needing a reassessment of hiring practices
because more women than men were being hired? The discourse of hiring on merit, with
gender not being considered, is specifically noted in almost every News Limited EOWA
report about hiring practices in newspaper organisations. For example, both The Advertiser
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(Advertiser Newspapers Ltd, 2003, 2006, pp. 34) and The Mercury (Davies Bros Ltd, 2003,
p. 6) state that their recruitment and selection policy ‘‘is directed entirely toward the
recruitment and retention of the best available applicant or employee for the task based
on merit, without reference to gender or other discriminatory characteristics. Capacity to
perform the task is the sole criteria underlying any recruitment activities’’. If this equity
discourse is to be accepted as real cultural change, when is a reassessment needed on the
grounds of gender? When Mark responds to questions about gender issues during our
interview, he is prone to talk about women as ‘‘somebody’’ or another similarly gender-
neutral term. ‘‘Somebody’’ consequently becomes nobody in terms of a language and
discourse about women. This lack of specificity about gender creates the illusion that
everyone is equal in the newsroom; that there is a job to be done and that genderless
journalists perform that job in a vacuum from gender politics. Yet clearly Mark is making
comment on women who take maternity leave or leave the industry to become full-time
mothers. Mark speaks to the common popular discourse that it is a waste of scarce
resources to train women, because inevitably they leave and have children and do not
return to work. Men are thus, in his view, a better investment and more reliable workers
than women. Yet the same problematisation of so few men being given early career jobs is
not considered in the same way as the problem of there being so few mid-career women
in the higher ranks in his media organisation (News Limited), or the media industry in
general. The analysis is simply one of biology: women have babies and are therefore not
reliable or long-term workers. Mark’s discourse certainly explains Sally’s.
An alternative account of the same belief is provided in Virginia Haussegger’s (2005)
recent book. Haussegger has written one of the few books by a working female journalist
that offers some insight into a newsroom culture that defines female journalists not by
their skill, position or seniority, but as ‘‘mother’’ or ‘‘nonmother’’. Haussegger (2005)
describes the various subject positions that she takes up in order to be considered a
‘‘serious’’ journalist. At one stage of her career, her boss ‘‘toasted’’ her with the dedication
‘‘to the many babies yet to be born’’ (2005, pp. 489). When Haussegger explained that
she had no interest in having children, she was relegated to her inferior biology: ‘‘My boss
jumped to his feet and started jabbing his finger in my direction: ‘That’s unnatural!’ he
yelled, for the benefit of the whole bar. ‘You’re bloody unnatural!’’’ The next time a male
boss tested the waters on her baby plans ‘‘I knew to be a little more ‘feminine’ in my
empathy’’. She knew she had to get the answer ‘‘right’’ in this job interview. Haussegger
was faced with this from the male interviewer: ‘‘‘The problem is,’ the well-known executive
huffed, ‘we get these smart sheilas in here and they keep going off and having kids’’’.
Haussegger saw this as a test of her position and ‘‘this time I artfully made an equally
flippant attempt at mocking maternity, enough to secure the job, but not enough to
appear ‘bloody unnatural’’’ (Haussegger, 2005, p. 49). In another account, Haussegger
details how she acted as a go-between for a female colleague who wanted information on
job security if she was to take time off from her current position in the industry to have a
child.
She was terrified that anyone at the network, even the HR manager, would get a whiff of
the fact that she was considering pregnancy, as they might start lining up her
replacement and her career would begin the ugly and humiliating downward spiral
we’ve all witnessed other women endure. (Haussegger, 2005, p. 294)
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Conclusion
From the interviews conducted I have found that the intensification of work
practices, ethical constraints and gender bias have aided in creating a cynicism among
many of the journalists, from cadets to senior section editors. Nevertheless, the majority of
interviewees said that a career in journalism has increased their personal and/or
professional confidence. There are, however, gendered differences in this experience.
Male interviewees often describe their professional confidence as increased because they
have more access to people of influence, such as politicians. Female interviewees are more
likely to explain their increased confidence as primarily benefiting their social worlds. For
example, they are ‘‘humbled’’ by their role in journalism, privileged by having access to
‘‘people’s homes and hearts’’, and are more ‘‘compassionate’’ towards people because of
their experience in journalism.
I have argued that although women with children find it increasingly difficult to
perform/manage the tasks that are expected of ‘‘journalists’’, many have made the
industry work for them. Sally’s example of being prepared to do 38 hours’ work in 25 hours
and be paid for 25 (and be underpaid by not being paid casual rates) is a result of global
industry changes that affect female journalists differently than male journalists. Sally
speaks through a neoliberal subjectivity in describing the gendered implications of work
intensification. Her situation is an example of how male and female journalists experience
industry change very differently. Male journalists interviewed, however, seem locked into a
discourse of female advantage in the industry. Two senior male journalists argue that
women are advantaged in gaining employment because they present better than young
men. One suggested that men were more reliable workers. His interpretation resonates
with a common popular discourse that it is a waste of scarce resources to train women
because they leave work to have babies. Another insisted that women were advantaged in
journalism because of political correctness, rather than merit.
Moreover, the interviewees’ discussions of confidence gained or cynicism experi-
enced tells us about the gendered impact of global industry change and the (very
gendered) subject positions available in a period characterised by globalisation. These
stories illuminate how some journalists live the massive changes and intensification to
their industry, and how they accept and/or challenge the effects of neoliberalism.
NOTES
1. The reports, which list total workforce numbers including editorial, production,
advertising and ancillary staff, can be found at www.eowa.gov.au (accessed 2 September
2008).
2. This is while the outgoing CEO, Fred Hilmer, received a retirement package of $4.5m on
his departure in November 2005 (Catalano and Porter, 2005, p. B1).
3. Australia’s six states are each governed by a state government. The state government is
led by a premier. The country’s federal government is led by a prime minister.
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